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Introduction

The long struggles waged by workers and their unions, in every market economy, to control working hours by setting very clearly defined limits makes for an uplifting historical story.  The current exhibition in the Potter Gallery (‘Under the burning sun of the colony: the eight hour day movement’) that accompanies these celebrations of the 8 hour day provides wonderful visual evidence of this.    In Australia it is hard to overemphasize the impact of these struggles on the shaping of the working day and the working week that we still take so much for granted.

Most of us still believe that there are such things as reasonable hours and unreasonable hours; as well as ‘normal’ or ‘social’ working hours, and their opposites - ‘abnormal’ or ‘unsocial’  hours.  And for a very long time these beliefs were so widely shared that we – that is Australian society -, through the mechanism of an independent industrial commission, agreed that employers should be discouraged from asking us to work ‘unreasonable’ or ‘unsocial’ hours through the mechanisms of overtime and penalty rates.  And through the same mechanism workers could be rewarded for unreasonable working hours.

With the benefit of hindsight we can see how the sanctification of the Eight Hour Day eventually became an enormous obstacle to women’s demands for equal employment rights.   Shorter working hours were only allowed to appear on the margins of real work, with poor conditions and prospects. In particular Australia’s uniquely undesirable form of flexible hours – namely casual work – grew dramatically as the needs of the economy changed, leaving fewer and fewer employees with strong protection from unreasonable employer demands.

There is no need to rehearse in detail here all the social and economic changes that have so fundamentally undermined the logic of the 8 hour day.  But it is essential to acknowledge that the challenge to the 8 hour day is no longer one of making ‘allowances’ for women with young dependent children so that they can work on its margins. As many researchers are now insisting, we are living in a new world of work and gender identities in which both the work available and the workers available have radically changed since those stone masons downed tools and marched into the centre of Melbourne to demand an 8 hour day.  We need a totally new framework within which to define and protect socially acceptable working hours.

But let’s begin with women and work.  What has changed?

1. Women everywhere are working.  We can argue about why, but the trend is global and incontrovertible.  In particular, mothers of young children are working.  It is not particularly helpful to argue about whether it is to escape the boredom of professional motherhood (produced by the historically unusually, extreme sexual division of labour of the mid 20th century); or whether it is to meet financial needs (including ‘needs’ that some would see as indulgent, such as ever bigger houses, and private schools); or whether it is driven by increasing rates of divorce.  The central point is that mothers are working.  In 1986 29.5% of families with a child under 5 had both parents working; by 2001 this had risen to 34.5% and it continues to rise.

2. But for all the change in women’s paid work, nothing has changed in family work – even in Sweden
.  In other words, there is no relationship between the amount of paid work women do and the amount of work in the home.  As a result traditional working hours are not an option – and new hours and new conditions are necessary to make women’s work possible.  Overwhelmingly mothers in Australia work short hours and have to organize their own maternity leave and the care of their children.  And as a result of their status as ‘outsiders’ to the normal arrangements, they are paid less for being ‘allowed’ to work fewer than 8 hours.  Mothers, unlike men, have never been able to establish a norm of working hours that suits them, and this is reflected in the data which tells us that the majority of them are not working the hours they would like to – they either get offered too few or too many.  So 150 years after the first 8 hour day was won, control over working hours is once again central to the industrial and political agenda for improving the experience of work in Australia.

3. In the swings and roundabouts of attitudes to single mothers the Howard government’s welfare reforms require them to seek paid work.   The new income support rules that come into effect on July 1st decree that mothers receiving the Parenting Payment whose youngest child turns 7 will be asked to look for at least 15 hours of work a week or to study.   Single mothers will be required to look for work when their youngest child turns 6.   As part of the same welfare to work reforms, women over 50 who have been receiving Newstart payments and undertaking voluntary work, must now look for full-time paid employment.  

Mothers are not the only pressure on existing work/life arrangements, although they are the most significant.  They are the most significant because, as George Megalogenis suggests, the new economy favours women over men
. There are a number of other pressures undermining the logic of the 8 hour day which taken together suggest we need to stop tinkering with this historical model for dividing work from the rest of life and develop a new work/life regime.  These pressures arise from the move from an industrial to a service based economy, the de-regulation of many aspects of that economy, and a range of new social freedoms.  The pressures include:

· The growth of very long working hours

· The appearance of the job rich but time-poor households – where parents are not poor, but feel they are battling.

· The growth of very short working hours

· The increasing demand from us as consumers (as opposed to workers) for 24/7 industries (except in Western Australia where they continue to vote overwhelmingly against Sunday trading.)

· Labour market shortages and the need to keep older workers employed, as well as women

· The realization that it is not just babies that make it hard for mothers to work traditional hours, but equally or even more it is teenage children and husbands

· Structural unemployment alongside full employment

· Growing inequality

All these things are eroding the logic of traditional working hours.

What have successive Howard governments done about these changes?  What leadership has been exercised in helping social and industrial practices and structures to adjust to radically changed world?

There can be little doubt that the Prime Minister does not personally care for many of the social changes that the economy he wants has unleashed.  His personal sympathies lie with the single income family, and he has sent a great deal of money their way (particularly through the Family Tax Benefit scheme
).  

Under the sheer weight of social pressures Howard has moved more recently to acknowledge the need for women to be able to make choices about how they balance and work and family – but this has been done within an overwhelmingly moralizing framework in which his particular family values are clearly apparent.

What has he given us so far?
· Work-family benefits are attached to full-time continuing jobs, so mothers with young children are least likely to be entitled to them.  The group of women with the highest eligibility for family friendly work arrangements is women who do not have children
.

· Howard prevented the introduction of a modest scheme of statutory paid maternity leave despite the fact that every other advanced economy in the world except for the US has such a thing
.  And in doing so he forged an unlikely alliance between women on the opposite sides of the political spectrum such as Pru Goward and Sharan Burrow.  This refusal means that about 40% of women in the workforce have no access to paid maternity leave
.

· Single mothers receiving parenting support are to be required to get a job because being dependent on the state is bad for your character, while partnered mothers are to be encouraged to stay at home because being dependent on your husband is good for your character.

· Then in a totally contradictory move, based on the purest of political intelligence about the danger of losing votes to Mark Latham, the Coalition government produced what is widely acknowledged as probably the worst piece of social policy ever  - the short lived Baby Bonus.  This was designed to reward the new mothers who stayed out of the workforce for the longest period.  In the event, spending on this group fell almost 50% short of target.  It was half as popular as expected because the group it was aimed at no longer exists
.

· As a result of all this, Peter McDonald describes Australian policy as ‘one of the worst work-family policies in the world’.  ‘Our system of eligibility for family-friendly work benefits is highest for those who need them least and lowest for those who need them most’
.   

· Not only do better-off mothers find it easier to work, but they are also the only ones who can afford to stay at home.  Some of them really do have a choice.

Meanwhile…
In many ways the biggest changes to the way women manage work have been the result not of any family oriented policy, but of the much larger changes to Australia’s industrial relations framework which will be Howard’s real legacy. Howard’s longstanding ambition has been to remove regulation from the workplace, to remove the industrial relations commission, and to remove unions which historically did so much to shape working hours (albeit for married men’s interests).   What have been the main results of this for women?  The effects are yet to be measured, but the trend is fairly obvious – and it is not good for working mothers. Let us just look at the elements of WorkChoices.

·  Weakening of award protection.  Awards are to be reduced in their scope yet again, and employers are encouraged not to use them.  Yet Awards have been critical to the working conditions of the lowest paid women, and have historically been central to the regulation of working hours.

· Abolition of the Industrial Relations Commission – the institution through which every significant reform in support of women’s working conditions has been achieved – from unpaid maternity leave to protection against unreasonable hours.
· The promotion of AWAs.   In the original publicity for WorkChoices there was the famous example of someone called Billy - an imaginary unemployed man who accepts a job in the retail sector under conditions that remove his right to penalty rates, overtime and other award provisions because he is eager to get into the labour market.  And within just a few weeks, Billy has come to life as Annette Harris working for Spotlight.  Annette Harris, an employee with Spotlight’s Coffs Harbour shop, was offered a new contract in which she was asked to give up her entitlements to penalty rates and overtime rates, in return for a new rate of pay which added 2 cents an hour.  The impact on women’s ability to control their working hours and maintain their pay is obvious.

‘It’s the economy, stupid’
The Howard government has never tried to suggest that women or mothers should expect much by way of government intervention or regulation, insisting that it is the overall health of the economy which will provide protection and opportunity
.  For example:

· Billy may have to work for less than his co-workers but at least he’s got a job that wouldn’t exist were it not for WorkChoices.  (or as Amanda Vanstone has been explaining this week, a foreign worker on a temporary employment visa (the 457 visa) might possibly be exploited – but he can always go and work for another registered employer if he doesn’t like it.

· The introduction of AWA’s will allow individuals to negotiate employment contracts that meet their needs for particular hours of work unconstrained by the rigidity of awards.

The declining rate of unemployment and the growth of many new sectors of the economy have indeed been a benefit to women – or some women at least.  In fact women have been the major beneficiaries of the new economy with their employment rate rising and that of men falling.  And with existing and looming skills shortages, there are many occupational groups who are in a position to negotiate very favourable arrangements.  But the gap between what these groups can achieve and what others can achieve is widening.  The de-regulation of the economy and industrial relations is dispersing Australians – it ‘has hollowed out the centre of the jobs ladder and it added women to the mix’.  The egg shaped distribution of occupations is now an hour glass’

Women who do have choices.

The higher education sector generally.  I use this example because I happen to have researched it, but there are others.  In Australian universities women in general and professional occupations are really beginning to make a mark – in many universities there are now more women at the upper levels (for example HEW 7-10) than men.  For academic staff, there are still far fewer women professors, but there is strong change at the lower levels.  And, in particular, the conditions of employment have improved significantly for women through recent rounds of enterprise bargaining.
At the University of Western Australia, for example, women have access to: 

· Flexible working arrangements – including access to 48 week year scheme, part time work, job-sharing, and home based work, and the right to request longer periods of leave with salary averaged over the year

· Planned career breaks – funded through reduced salary for an agreed longer period

· Parental leave including

· Maternity leave of 52 weeks; 14 weeks on full pay or 24 weeks after 5 years of service.  This leave can be taken at half pay for twice the period

· Return to work bonus equal to 12 weeks salary as an allowance to offset costs of parenting such as childcare, paid time release, funding for reduced hours, cash grant to support research, conference attendance etc.

How did this happen?  The good maternity leave provisions began in another University’s enterprise negotiations and spread because of the history of pattern bargaining in universities and strength of NTEU. They are also being taken up because Universities see a looming labour shortage – but also because many University managements believe it is ‘the right thing to do’.  Most universities have no desire to move their employees onto AWAs, and any such trend would undermine the mechanisms described here.

At the other end of the occupational spectrum Autoliv, a large automotive component parts manufacturer in Melbourne, is a standout example of good employment practices for women, with paid maternity leave, access to part-time work, income protection, emergency leave without pay and much else.   

In neither of these cases, or any others, does good practice owe anything to successive Howard governments.  On the contrary, good practice in Australia is almost accidental – often having more to do with the fact that key senior staff in a particular company have had experience overseas and have realized that much can be done – or that they have a particular and explicit sense that responding to women employees needs is ‘the right thing to do’
.  Unfortunately there are few mechanisms now for ensuring that good practice in one firm is taken up by others.  And there is little government leadership in developing a wider acceptance of what is ‘the right thing to do’ – let alone any explicit discussion about gender equality in the political domain.

Not surprisingly, for every good example, we can find many more bad examples.  At the aggregate level this shows up in a variety of national indicators – including the unemployment rate for women seeking part-time work, dissatisfaction with existing hours, and research on unmet childcare needs. Only 18% of women in the clerical, sales and service sectors, and only 0.4% of casual workers have access to paid maternity leave.  And they only get tiny amounts – from 2 days to 16 weeks (compared to 65% of managers and 54% of professional women).
   

Alongside this data there are many case studies.  For example, I have researched work/family issues among state school teachers and in the finance sector, and in both industries working hours is a major source of stress
.

In many service industries that operate on a 24/7 basis the distinction between social and unsocial hours has been eroded, and employees have no protection against requests to work ‘unsocial hours’, and no extra reward for working them.  

Many of us can see what is happening by watching our children’s employment experiences in the casualised service sector.  My son is works as a casual in all but name under a typical new AWA in a fish market in Western Australia.  He is not a casual but an ongoing employee – but one who can be asked to work any kind of hours on the days he identifies as being available.  So this means on some Saturdays when a lot of people want to buy fish he is asked to do a ten hour day, but the following week it may be 2 hours or even none.  The contract does not provide for holiday pay, penalty rates, overtime or anything at all because all this has been rolled in to what is laughingly called the premium hourly rate – namely $12 an hour.   He is what Billy in WorkChoices can expect.   And well before we heard about Annette Harris and Spotlight, Elizabeth Wynhausen described exactly the same experiences  of work in the retail sector in her book Dirt Cheap (currently reading aloud on the ABC’s Book Show).

What do women want?

While the Howard government has begun grudgingly to talk about giving women ‘choices’, these are extremely limited in nature.  And many women are quite unable to take advantage of what are largely ‘theoretical’ choices.  I begin to wonder whether in fact the concept of ‘choice’ is a useful one for women.   The difficulty is that it tends to exaggerate the differences between women and allows Howard and others to play women off against each other.  Thus pressure to meet the needs of mothers in full time employment are ignored because ‘most women’ are assumed to have different needs.   Perhaps we might start again by working on what all women want.  It needn’t be a long list but could start with:

· Full employment – defined as being able to find work that is compatible with life and families.  

· The right to request variation in hours – something along the lines of the Blair government’s policies.  Or even perhaps the right to shorter working hours such as exists in Norway, or France’s 35 hour working week.

· Statutory entitlements to paid maternity leave

· Affordable, high quality, community based childcare

How might they get it?

For decades now trade unionists and women workers have gazed wistfully over the world to the Scandinavian countries.  These days we even gaze wistfully at Blair’s Britain.  There is no doubt that there a many policy developments occurring in these countries that would address what women want and at the same time do nothing to reduce the productivity of the Australian economy.  If, as Megalogenis suggests it is women’s lower wages that are providing the basis for Australia’s current economic prosperity, then the least Australia can do is make that work women friendly.

Unions are less and less able to take up these issues because of their explicit exclusion from Australian workplaces and the abolition of the Industrial Relations Commission.  Anti-discrimination legislation is a limited solution
.
So what might we expect from a post Howard government?  Howard’s grudging moves acknowledge what may be a new centre forming in Australian politics – a centre which Megalogenis describes as ‘more feminine and cosmopolitan than either side was ready for’.  Can the ALP exploit this?  ‘Howard did not spring to mind as the man best suited to represent a two-income society.  But Latham blew it because he frightened young families for their home loans…Latham stopped coalition women defecting to Labor and sent Labor women into coalition camp’
.  It remains to be seen whether Beazley can do better.

Interestingly we are seeing the building of cross-party support for change to women’s working conditions.  It is not just that Pru Goward and Sharan Burrow campaigned together for paid maternity leave.  Jackie Kelly, a Liberal backbencher from Sydney described the childcare system as a shambles (Jan 17th 2006), and continued her criticism after this year’s budget, saying it did not do enough to help working mothers.  She drew support from other Coalition women in politics.   

But perhaps the biggest problem is that after a decade of increasing affluence Australians now want less and less from government, and hold government accountable for less and less.  In as much as better educated and better off women can find individual solutions, will they withdraw from campaigns for changes that will benefit all women?   Or can women be mobilized across party lines around a shared agenda?
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